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HE number of inhabitants of the Hawaiian Islands today 
probably equals or exceeds the number at the time of their 
discovery in I778.1 In the interval the population decreased 

to a fraction of its earlier total (Fig. i). The recuperation of recent 
years by no means indicates a simple reoccupation of the land. The 
present population differs from the old in racial composition, culture, 
occupations, and distribution. 

The changed distribution of the population is evidenced by Figures 
2 and 3. Some former "deserts"-western Molokai, for example- 
now support numerous inhabitants. Settlements once focal-south- 
western Hawaii, for example-now find themselves peripheral to 
the present focus, Honolulu. Whereas arable land and fisheries, which 
meant food and man power, were the most fundamental factors in 
ancient Hawaiian political geography, the good harbors of Oahu, in 
mid-Pacific location, now rank first. 

William Ellis, a missionary, estimated in 1823 that the island of 
Hawaii supported a larger population than all the rest of the archi- 
pelago.2 The Kona, or southwestern, District of that island (Fig. 4), 
then the most populous part, was assigned about as many people as 
either Maui or Oahu, the most populous islands after Hawaii. Even 
at that early date, however, Ellis noted that Honolulu was the chief 
port for foreign shipping, that the missionaries had made it their 
base, and that kings and chiefs were leaving Hawaii for the leeward. 

Censuses of the Kingdom of Hawaii were taken at frequent, though 
somewhat irregular, intervals, beginning in I832. By correlating the 
census of 1853 with land records and early maps J. W. Coulter has 
reconstructed the population distribution of that time (Fig. 2).3 In 
1853 Hawaii was still the most populous island but no longer had 
a majority of the people and its Kona District was exceeded in popula- 
tion density by the Kona (Honolulu) District of Oahu. 

*Although it is axiomatic that internal and external politics cannot be completely separated, 
this article emphasizes the former, since it is impossible to treat both adequately in limited space. It 
is hoped to deal with external relationships in a later article. 

1 The estimate of the Cook expedition, 400,000, is considered excessive, having been obtained 
by extrapolation from a thickly settled area (James Cook: The Voyages of Captain James Cook round 
the World, 2 vols., Tallis & Co., London and New York, n. d., Vol. 2, p. 417). The 1930 census gave 
368,336 inhabitants. 

2 William Ellis: Narrative of a Tour through Hawaii, or, Owhyhee, London, 1827, as reprinted, 
Honolulu, I917, pp. 20-32. Ellis may have been too generous to Hawaii, for the census of 1832 gave 
that island less than a majority (Fig. I). Early estimates and censuses are discussed by R. C. Adams in 
his "Interracial Marriage in Hawaii," New York, I937, pp. I-4. 

3 J. W. Coulter: Population and Utilization of Land and Sea in Hawaii, 1853, Bishop Museum 
Bull. No. 88, Honolulu, I931. 
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THE GEOGRAPHICAL REVIEW 

POLYNESIAN HAWAII 

In I853, except for the growth of small seaports, the mode of life 
and the use of the land in the Hawaiian Islands had changed little 
from Polynesian patterns. A traveler of that time tells of a rural 
economy in which the grass hut was the usual shelter, poi, made in 
the home from pounded taro roots, the principal sustenance, and fish 
the staple protein food.4 

The Polynesian culture had for its ideal setting a sheltered beach 
where canoes could be landed, reefs or low rocks from which fish 
could be speared or netted, shallows convertible into fishponds, 
copiously watered bottoms or terraces for taro, uplands for unirri- 
gated crops, and wooded mountains to supply forest products. Ap- 
proximations to this ideal were found at many places in the Hawaiian 
Islands. Waikiki beach, backed by the alluvial plain of Manoa stream 
and the forested Koolau Range, was one such spot. Where irrigation 
was impossible, taro might be grown without flooding.5 In Kona, 
island of Hawaii, fishing villages nestled along the shore and un- 
irrigated taro patches interrupted the rainy forest one or two thousand 
feet above. There were few Hawaiian communities away from the sea. 

From the Polynesian viewpoint windward and leeward coasts 
had their virtues and defects. Windward coasts are copiously watered 
but have heavy surf, choppy seas, paucity of sunshine, and, in many 
places, forbidding sea cliffs. Leeward coasts offer safer naviga- 
tion except during the occasional southwest (kona) storms of winter, 
when vigorous middle-latitude cyclones temporarily dethrone the 
trades. Sunny and warm, some leeward coasts lack water for irriga- 
tion and even for drinking. Among the most desirable parts of the 
islands, to the Polynesians, were those leeward coasts possessed of 
abundant water. The trade-wind rains sweep over the relatively low 
Koolau Range of Oahu, nourishing streams and springs that enrich 
the environs of Honolulu and Pearl Harbor (Fig. 2). Waimea, on 
leeward Kauai, and Lahaina, on leeward West Maui, are supplied 
by streams from two of the rainiest summits in the islands. The 
mountainsides of Kona, Hawaii, receive copious rains through diurnal 
convection on the hot leeward slopes of Mauna Loa and Hualalai. 

In the strife-filled days of old Hawaii the cliff (pali) coasts of north- 
western Kauai and northeastern Molokai had peculiar virtues (Fig. 8). 
Difficult of approach by land or sea, the well watered valleys protected 
and fed large populations. Today most of these valleys are deserted. 

MODERN HAWAII 

When the Hawaiian Islands became significant as a mid-Pacific 
station, the snug harbors of Oahu became more important than the 

4 [G. W. Bates?]: Sandwich Island Notes, by a Haole, New York, 1854. 
6 Fifty or sixty inches of rainfall are required, and the yield is diminished by a third or a half. 
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THE HAWAIIAN ISLANDS I95 

coves and taro patches of Kona. After I872-Oahu exceeded Hawaii 
in population and by I930 had a majority of the people of the islands. 
Urbanization in the islands has reached 54 per cent-about the 
average for the United States. Thirty-seven per cent of the people 
live in the metropolis of Honolulu. 
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FIG. I 

Even in the rural districts a great shift has occurred. Plantation 
cultivation of sugar cane and pineapples, with widespread irrigation 
of the former, has populated coastal plains and inland areas formerly 
unused or (since the introduction of grazing animals) given over to 
ranching (Fig. 3). The change in distribution of population on Molokai 
and Lanai that has followed the opening of pineapple lands on their 
plateaus has been particularly striking. The interior plateau of 
Oahu has been occupied in like manner and has had the further 
addition to its population of more than ten thousand persons in a 
military post. On the island of Hawaii the raising of sugar cane on 
the rainy east coast and the improvement of Hilo Bay by means of 
a breakwater have transferred the economic and political focus from 
Kona to the windward side. Kona, lacking water for irrigation and 
too steep and rocky for machine agriculture, is today a peripheral 
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FIG. 2 
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FIG. 3 
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F'IG. 8-Pelekunu, one of the depopulated valleys of northeastern Molokai. (Photograph by Interisland 
Airways.) 

FIG. 9-A portion of Kaneohe ahupuaa, Oahu, showing flooded taro patches, 
unirrigated banana and mango trees, and the forested mountains. 
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